Teaching children to read has the highest priority in primary schools; little wonder then that so much research has been devoted to finding the surest way of achieving this. For well over a century, theories have come and gone, sometimes leading to heated debates, on the best way to ensure that children become literate. Despite the variety of methods and approaches that have slipped in and out of fashion, there are two basic assumptions which the vast majority of teachers and policymakers would probably agree on. In the first place, nearly all children need to be taught to read formally and sequentially, starting with the simplest representations of English, typically found in reading schemes. Second, basic literacy should be acquired by around the age of seven; if not, then a child is said to have a problem needing specialist attention.
As a consequence of these pedagogical assumptions, there has been very little academic consideration of children who learn to read without the benefit of formal teaching. The problem with all existing research is that it is almost completely confined to children who receive formal instruction in school. We do not know how children in school would fare above the age of five if they were not actively taught to read. Home education, on the other hand, does offer us the opportunity, to consider what happens if children carry on as before -casually encountering literacy in the context of their everyday lives within their families and immediate communities.
Challenging age-appropriate norms
The idea that children should be reading by a certain age is a strongly held one that finds frequent cultural expression as well as being an educational priority. By the age of seven, non-readers face pressure from parents and teachers alike, as well as suffering the stigma of being selected for special help. More than this, late reading in school carries far reaching and serious consequences; 'success in primary school is virtually synonymous with success in reading, and those children who lack the ability to read as they move to secondary education inevitably face problems in every subject as a result ' (Slavin et al., 2009) . But this inevitability is not an educational one; rather, it is a particular consequence of how schools choose to go about educating children. As Graff argues, 'Literacy is overvalued because of the very structure of formal schooling' (Graff, 1987: 18) .
Institutionalized education without literacy has been made almost unimaginable by a schooling system that rests entirely on the ability to read and write and pays at best only lip service to the myriad other ways in which people learn. If a child in school cannot meet school literacy standards satisfactorily, then he or she has failed; but it is the schooling system itself which has determined this. The paradox is that getting children to read at an early age has now become a major issue for education policy and practice as well as being the subject of vast amounts of research. The identification of reading difficulty and the implementation of intervention strategies are more and more critical to the point at which the diagnosis of 'problems' may take place even before reading instruction begins! Torgeson (1998) for instance argues the need to 'identify high-risk children at some time during the kindergarten year so that preventive work may begin as early as possible' (Torgeson, 1998: online) . In such scenarios and with such imposed pressure, it may be very easy for the needs of the school system to be paramount and the interests of the child to be judged solely in accordance with the interests of the school. Ironically, when a child is not responding appropriately to reading instruction, it is the child who is perceived to have the problem. Because children have been carefully taken through a professionally designed reading programme, the school has fulfilled its role meaning that the explanatory 'fault' is located in the child and can thereafter be ascribed to various pre-given conditions such as dyslexia, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), information processing disorders and/or other learning difficulties, probably inflating the actual prevalence of these conditions in the school population. Most 'late readers' in school do not catch up, and the negative effect on overall achievement, not just in literacy, increase as they progress through the system (McMillan and Leslie, 1998) .
Just as serious, but perhaps a more insidious consequence of the intense preoccupation with the teaching of reading from a very early age in school, is that many children who find it difficult, tediously acquire the mechanics of reading without enjoyment, and so do not come to see it as a pleasurable activity (Egan, 2005) . Enjoyment implies a personal connection with and a motivation to read: a subjective relationship with their subject matter which it seems, sadly, is often missing even with children who do reach the required standard. This is a phenomena well documented in curriculum areas such as science where 'where many students with good grades and passing test scores cannot actually use their knowledge to solve problems' (Gee, 2009: 319) . In addition, apparent early success proves a hollow indicator of a rosy
